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Disclaimer

 This
is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events
and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination
or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

In other words, nothing is
real.



Chapter
1

 


It took less than twelve minutes
to dig up the body.

Granted, there were three of us,
but mostly the two constables did the work. I was there to
supervise, to act as a lookout, and to keep an eye on the two of
them in case they suddenly grew a conscience and decided to
rabbit.

“Grave
robbing is wrong, Your Honour,” constable Zhang San grunted, his
voice muffled by the cloth mask covering his mouth and nose. He was
twenty-four years old going on sixty, with the athletic body of a
young man and the temperament of an old fuddy-duddy. He was
especially grouchy tonight because I hadn’t told him what we would
be doing. I had thought the order to bring along hoes and spades
and mattocks would be hint enough. Not my fault that he sucked at
sleuthing.

“It’s not
grave robbing if we’re not stealing anything,” I corrected him as I
stood on the edge of the hole they’d dug and peered over their
shoulders, holding up a paper lantern. “Technically, what we are
doing is called body snatching. And it’s not even that, since we’ll
be putting it back after we’re done with it.”

“Either way,
we’re going straight to hell after we die,” Zhang San mumbled to
himself, thinking I couldn’t hear him.

“What did you
say?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t be
such a wimp, will you?” I poked a finger at Zhang San’s hunched
shoulders. He jumped. “Why can’t you learn from your colleague
here?”

Constable Li
Si carried on digging as if he hadn’t heard a thing. Though they
were of similar age, he and Zhang San could not have been more
different. Where Zhang San was built like a brick house, had a full
head of curiously curly hair, which led me to suspect if he had
Uighur ancestors, and could talk the hind legs off a donkey, Li Si
had the lithe body of an acrobat and would not volunteer a word
unless directly spoken to. He held the wooden handle of a hoe with
both hands and hacked away the layers of dirt with the precision
and ease of someone who had done this before. The hem of his long
robe was speckled with mud and grass, but he didn’t seem to
mind.

Suddenly,
Zhang San stopped. The clank of metal against wood told us we’d
reached the coffin.

I set the lantern on the ground
and jumped down to lend a hand. With Li Si holding one end of the
coffin and Zhang San and I holding the other, we managed to lift
the coffin up and out the hole. The unmistakable stench of death
and decay filtered through the slat of thin planks of pinewood. The
cloth masks we were all wearing did little to lessen the smell.
Even Li Si knitted his eyebrows.

Next came the issue of
transport. It would be easier if we took just the body and ditched
the coffin, but no one wanted to remove the only barrier separating
us from the dead body and the millions of maggots and bugs inside.
So we hoisted the entire coffin onto the flat bed of the wagon and
secured it with hemp rope.

“Did you hear
that?” I raised a hand signalling them to stop.

“What?” Zhang
San asked. He hadn’t stopped fidgeting.

It was the
middle of a moonless night. The graveyard was on a low hill outside
Yongzhou village. The nearest house was at least half a mile away.
An occasional hoot and chirp could be heard from the copse of elm
trees on the other side of the hill, but I thought I’d heard
something else. The sound of boots hitting against hard ground. I
stood still and tilted my head, concentrating, but no more sound
came.

“Can we get
out of here, Judge?” Zhang San was chomping at the bit.

“Alright,
let’s go.”

Li Si led the way while Zhang
San pushed the wagon. I brought up the rear.

The trek along winding, potholed
country roads in the middle of the night, guided by nothing more
than a pair of paper lanterns, was arduous to say the least. By the
time we reached the courthouse, dawn was breaking.

Zhang San and
Li Si had stopped to rest, standing as far away from the wagon as
possible. Li Si was placid, hardly breaking a sweat after our
five-hour nocturnal expedition. Zhang San was breathing hard,
though whether it was out of exertion or fear, I had no idea. He’d
visibly perked up as we got nearer to the courthouse. And he
couldn’t wait to go home.

I almost felt bad for him.

If he hadn’t
liked the idea of digging up a decomposing body, he wasn’t going to
like what I had planned next.

 



 Chapter 2

“Why don’t
you go get some breakfast, and see if you can find Wu Zuo,” I said
to Zhang San. He’d turned tail like a death row inmate who’d been
granted a last minute stay of execution and was afraid the powers
that be—in this case, I—would have a change of mind.

“Constable
Li, if you’re up for it, let’s move the coffin into the morgue
before anyone else shows up,” I adopted a more negotiatory tone
with Li Si. Unlike Zhang San, who, without prompting, would tell me
what he had for breakfast, starting with the features of the
porridge bowl (maroon-coloured enamel, slender-waisted and shallow,
bought by his mom as part of a set of twelve after he’d broken one
too many porcelain bowls), and ending with the type of chilli used
in the pickled radish (chao
tian, the kind of red chilli that looked like slender fingers
pointing skywards and would set your mouth on fire), the laconic Li
Si remained something of an enigma.

Part of his reservation might
stem from the fact that he was here involuntarily. Most of the
constables under my command were conscripted as part of corvée. The
hours were long, the pay almost non-existent, and the duties varied
depending on the whims of the magistrate. But still, it beat being
sent off to the north to fight the barbaric Khitans or piling up
sandbags to fend off a raging Yellow River.

“You must be
wondering the same thing as Zhang San, huh?” I filled in the
silence as Li Si pushed the wagon. The courthouse was actually a
compound, made up of two squares divided by a stone screen wall.
The inner square was used as private living quarters for the
magistrate of Taihe County, with a bedroom, a study, a kitchen, and
an empty storage room. The front square was all business: a
courtroom, a records room, and a jail, which had yet to receive its
first occupant since I took over. There was no room officially
assigned as the morgue, so I’d decided to use the empty storage
room. The fact that it was less than fifty steps away from where I
slept bothered me somewhat, but I didn’t intend for the body to
stay there for long.

“Your Honour
must have your reasons,” Li Si replied in his usual taciturn
manner. In the three days I’d known him, the total number of words
he’d said to me could be counted on one hand.

“Well, my
reason’s pretty simple, actually. The man died under suspicious
circumstances. As the magistrate of Taihe County, it is my
responsibility to investigate all unnatural deaths.”

“Yongzhou
village is six miles from the county seat,” Li Si pointed out
unhelpfully.

“I know, but
it’s still under my jurisdiction . . . I think,” I made a mental
note to check the county annals in the records room, or ask the
steward. It would be awkward indeed, if I dug up a body from a
village I had no authority over.

“What I mean
is, no one from the deceased’s family has filed a complaint, or
demanded an investigation. And how did Your Honour know where the
body was buried?”

My initial assessment of Li Si
was wrong. He could be voluble if he wanted to be.

The timely return of Zhang San
saved me from having to answer the list of reasonable, though
unwelcome, questions.

He’d come
back alone.

“Where’s Wu
Zuo?” I asked.

“Your Honour,
there seems to be a bit of a problem,” Zhang San
prevaricated.

“Spit it
out.”

“Wu Zuo has
been, um, detained.”

“By
whom?”

“Mr Lao
Ban.”

The name
didn’t ring a bell, but then, I’d only been here for three
days.

Zhang San sensed my
confusion.

“He owns the
biggest casino in town.”
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Known as the Rice Bowl of the
West, Taihe County was home to more than twenty thousand residents
living in three thousand households, and that was not counting the
neighbouring villages and settlements that fell under its
jurisdiction.

Most of the residents were
peasant farmers, toiling away in tiny plots of land rented from the
landlords and keeping a small portion of the harvest as their
income. Others were gentry scholars, artisans, craftsmen,
merchants, and traders. Occasionally, monks, beggars, fortune
tellers, matchmakers and witch doctors would pass through town,
plying their trade before moving on to the next settlement.

The gentry
scholars despised the peasant farmers, though they relied on them
for food and labour. The peasant farmers despised the beggars and
merchants, since they considered men in both professions to be
making their living without doing an honest day’s work. People in
different professions and classes lived in different houses on
different streets in different parts of the town, no mingling
unless absolutely necessary.

But in springtime, when new
seeds were already planted in the fields, when the previous
Imperial Examinations had ended and the next one was still months
away, when the gullible marks had squandered their money away
during Spring Festival, the peasant farmers and gentry scholars and
witch doctors would, with nothing better to do and ample time to
spare, set aside their differences temporarily and congregate in
places where the only thing that mattered was luck. And wiles.

I stood on
the pavement of a bluestone cobbled street, admiring one such
establishment. A long vertical cloth banner was tied to the top of
a bamboo pole, flapping in the gentle March breeze. The words
“Jixiang Tea House” painted in neat calligraphy on the banner were
a classic example of what was called “advertising beefsteak while
selling horse meat”—the customers were not here for the tea. The
hubbub of laughter and shouting coming from the two-story tea house
told me business was in full swing, even though the sun had barely
climbed over the mountaintop in the east.

Zhang San
held up the thick cloth curtain that served as a door. The din
became significantly louder once I stepped inside. Customers
crowded around low tables, some sitting on wooden stools while
others who paid more enjoyed the luxury of round-backed rattan
chairs. Most of them had a cup of steaming tea in hand, though
their purposes of visiting went way beyond that. In a corner to the
left, five or six long-robed men huddled under bird cages suspended
from the ceiling beams. Macaws and parakeets sung for their
breakfast. In a corner to the right, patrons sipped tea and cracked
melon seeds, under an ink painting of The Eight Drunken Immortals.
Most of the noise, however, came from the front and centre, where a
storyteller on a built-up stage was regaling the audience with
tales from the Tang Dynasty. I caught a few snippets. It was the
story of The Red-bearded Swordsman.

“ . . . Li
Jing listened to the swordsman’s account of revenge and nodded in
admiration. The swordsman, Zhang Zhongjian, opened up a leather
sack, took out a severed human head and a heart. The heart was
still bleeding. Zhang said to Li, ‘I’ve chased after him for ten
years, and finally, I tracked him down and slayed my enemy. Would
you share in my victory by partaking of his flesh?’ Li agreed
gladly. He went in search of a knife to cut the human heart. Just
then, Li’s wife returned . . .” The storyteller paused
deliberately, picked up the porcelain cup on the desk in front of
him, and took a leisurely sip. The audience held their collective
breath, waiting to find out if Li’s wife would freak out at the
sight of blood and gore.

Zhang San was walking in front
of me, ushering me to the staircase. His footsteps had slowed, his
eyes wandering to the storyteller, his neck twisting at an
impossible angle towards the stage.

I tapped him
on the shoulder. “If you want to stay and
listen to the story, I can find my own way.”

His first reaction was to nod
enthusiastically, then halfway through he remembered his job and
tried to undo the nod, ending up with a neck spasm. He reminded me
of the green-tailed parakeet I saw on the way in, bobbing its head
to snatch a piece of spinach before its human masters decided to
take it away.

“Relax. He’s
on the second floor, right?”

Zhang San
nodded. “Your Honour, I
should—”

“It’s okay. I
remember what he looks like.” I patted the young constable on the
arm and moved past him. I hadn’t had time to change since the
nocturnal expedition and wasn’t wearing my official judge’s robe.
This gave me a rare chance to get to know my subjects before they
realised who I was.

The staircase led to the second
floor, which was somehow darker than the ground level. Then I
realised that all the bamboo blinds were drawn. It had the
atmosphere of a den, dust particles swirling in shafts of sunlight
that managed to poke through chinks in the blinds. Early risers
crowded three deep around tables, shouting and howling and cheering
with their fists raised in the air. The floor was littered with
cracked sunflower seeds and empty peanut shells.

I poked my
head above the crowd at the first table. They were playing
fan tan. A
croupier, dressed in sombre black from head to toe and wearing a
maroon arm band, was separating a handful of dried beans into heaps
of four with a bamboo stick. Copper coins lay inside four squares
on the table, marked One, Two, Three, and Four respectively. One
seemed to be the favourite. The bettors’ eyes moved with the
croupier’s hands, tracking his every move. When the final heap was
separated and revealed to contain three beans, loud moans came from
most bettors, mixed with a few cheers. The croupier deftly swept
the losers’ coins into a big sack just below the table, and grabbed
another handful of dried beans.

I scanned their faces. None of
them was Wu Zuo.

I roamed the
casino, moving from fan tan to da xiao to dice to
sheng guan. A cup of tea downstairs might cost anywhere from one to
five copper coins. Up here, hundreds of coins changed hands in less
than the time it took to say “how do you do”.

I was about to move on to the
next table, when a pair of hands grabbed my shoulders with enough
force to spin me around. My eyes landed on a barrel-shaped chest
first, travelled upwards to find a short, thick neck, and ended
with the view of an incongruously heart-shaped face.

“What are you
looking at?” The bouncer, for I was sure that must be the beefy
man’s occupation, crossed his massive forearms in front of his
chest, with considerable difficulty. His eyes were as round as
bells, and his nose looked like it might have been broken and
shoddily patched up a few times.

“At you,
apparently.”

My witty reply not appreciated,
the bouncer proceeded to grab the front of my robe with one
millstone-sized hand.

I was about
to become the first magistrate to be thrown out of a casino on his
ass, my meagre kungfu training apparently no match for a man two
and half times my size. Good
thing I wasn’t wearing my official judge’s robe, I thought. At least my ignominy would be suffered
incognito.

“Wait, wait!
Put him down!”
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The room smelt like
gunpowder.

Various piles
of material took up different corners in the room, their locations
carefully chosen to ensure they wouldn’t get accidentally mixed
up.

One pile was made up entirely of
paper, cut into neat squares the size of a handkerchief. Its pulp
came from straw, and all the squares were dyed in red.

Next to it was another pile of
paper, rolled into long strips. Made from either rice or bamboo,
they were coated in buckwheat paste to make them stiff and more
combustible.

Two men were seated next to a
table wedged between the piles of material. They were stripped to
the waist, and their faces and backs were glistening with sweat.
The room had no windows and only one door, locked from the outside.
The walls were made out of a mixture of sand, lime, and clay, the
gaps in between sealed with lime mortar. The room was underground,
and impenetrable.

Which was a result of deliberate
design: in the case of an explosion, the damage would be contained
to this room, and would remain undetectable to outsiders.

The two men worked with
hyperfocus. A slip of the hand could cause the entire room to go
boom and their bodies would be incinerated in seconds. There was
only one oil lamp in the room, and it was placed on the far edge of
the table, away from their working area. They were dying for some
fresh air; the employer had forbidden them from even bringing in a
small paper fan.

They took strips of rice paper
from the first pile, laid them out on the table. Then they used a
porcelain spoon to scoop up a dash of black powder from another
pile, the amount of powder no bigger than the size of their thumb
nails. They transferred the black powder onto the rice paper,
spread it out evenly, hand-rolled the paper, and sealed the roll
with a smidgen of glue. The finished fuses were set aside in
another pile.

The next part
of their job was easier: stuffing black powder into short,
hollowed-out bamboo tubes. Each tube was no longer than a grown
man’s index finger, and could hold up to five mace of the explosive
powder, made with a mixture of sulfur,
charcoal, and saltpeter. Every two hundred stuffed tubes would be
strung together with strings, and a fuse added to the first
tube.

It was painstaking and
slow-going work, but the two men worked without any complaint. They
were both peasant farmers, recruited from a village two hundred
miles away. Each string of explosives they made earned them ten
copper coins. By the time they were done, the income would be
enough for them to stow away the plough and take it easy for a long
while.

Too bad this
kind of job opportunity came only once a year. The farmers were
strangers, but both saw in each other’s eyes the appreciation they
had for their newfound cushy job. They were both bachelors, but
even without additional mouths to feed, they’d barely managed to
eke out a living. So when the employer visited their shabby shacks,
swore them to secrecy, packed them into the back of an ox cart,
ferried them all the way to a place they’d never heard of, asked
them to strip, sent them into this windowless basement room, and
told them to stay inside until they finished making the required
assortment of firecrackers and explosives and smoke bombs, they did
so without so much as a murmur.

They stayed
in the basement room for ten gruelling hours each day, with only a
short lunch break in between. After four days, they were finally
done. By then, the room had become insufferably hot and stifling,
and both men were seeing stars in front of their eyes.

They banged
on the thick steel door loudly, until finally, the employer opened
the door. The servant who’d brought them lunch followed closely
behind.

The employer inspected the piles
of finished products, picked up one string of firecrackers and
examined it. He nodded satisfactorily.

“Both of you
did good work,” he said. He was a thin, bearded man, with
exceptionally small stature. But the lack of height and weight did
nothing to lessen his commanding presence.

The two men bowed their heads,
hardly able to suppress their smiles. Their employer was pleased. A
fortune was headed their way.

As they
continued to bow, their eyes were fixed to the ground, so they
didn’t see the employer and the servant stalking up close to them
silently, didn’t see the glint of dagger held in each man’s palm,
and didn’t feel the tip of the dagger piercing their heart, until
it was too late.

The employer and the servant
grabbed the limp bodies of the two men, dragged them out of the
room, to prevent their blood from getting on the work products.

“How many
days till the ritual?” the employer asked. The body of the dead man
he was dragging was at least a head taller and ten catties heavier
than himself, but he didn’t even break a sweat. Hidden beneath the
elaborately embroidered brocade robe was a wiry frame.

“Seven,” the
servant was getting a little winded. He might have started off in
life with the potential of developing into a lanky fellow with long
and graceful limbs, but fate intervened, and now his back resembled
a question mark. As he bent over to grab the second dead man’s
arms, his body formed a horseshoe shape.

The first
thing most people would notice about him, though, was not his
hunchback, but the web of criss-crossing scars on his face. There
were at least twelve of them, the longest one running from the left
temple, across the bridge of the nose and the upper lip, and ending
on the lower right jaw. His elevated status as the chief steward of
the house and as the employer’s trusted right-hand man prevented
other servants from openly mocking him, but he knew what they
called him behind his back—Zhong Kui, the legendary ghost hunter
whose face was so horrendously hideous that people hung his
portrait on doors to scare off evil spirits.

“Good. We can
finish the preparations early and still have time to spare.” the
employer said.

“Barring
unforeseen circumstances,” the servant added. He was two decades
younger than his employer, but had the older soul of the two of
them. His caution, bordering on paranoia, was one of the best
qualities appreciated by his employer.

“Relax,
everything has gone according to plan so far.”

The servant
remained silent, choosing not to remind his employer of the most
recent hiccup. They’d managed to nip the problem in the bud, so to
speak, but it was a setback nonetheless. He only hoped that there
would be no more surprises in store.

Once outside,
the employer strolled away, leaving the grave-digging work to his
servant.

He knew he
didn’t have to stay behind and supervise the removal of the bodies.
He had every faith in his servant.

After all, it
wasn’t the first time they’d done it.
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Wu
Zuo’s timely intervention saved me a
one-way trip out the second-floor window, and also blew my
cover.

The small
mountain of a man was called Da Shou, who worked, as I surmised
correctly, as a bouncer to maintain order in the casino. He’d
thought I was a pickpocket, preying on unsuspecting bettors. Even
after Wu Zuo introduced me as the newly appointed magistrate of
Taihe County, he still eyed me suspiciously. I chose to take that
as more of a reflection of Wu Zuo’s credibility than my
own.

Da Shou made
a reluctant bow when he was sure Wu Zuo wasn’t kidding, and went to
fetch his boss. The wooden floor planks shuddered as he stomped
away.

“Your Honour,
what are you doing here?” Wu Zuo asked as soon as Da Shou was out
of earshot. He’d pulled me to a quiet corner, though in this rowdy
den of iniquity, quiet was a relative term. The few spectators
whose attention was drawn when Da Shou lifted me off my feet now
returned to their tables, their hopes of being entertained by a
fight dashed.

Wu Zuo looked
just as disappointed. He was a man in his mid-fifties, though the
lines on his face added at least another ten years. From the
unsolicited comments supplied by Zhang San, the county coroner had
always had a penchant for drinking and gambling, which spiralled
out of control after his wife passed. His status as a widower was
made apparent by the unkempt hair and by the suspicious dark stains
on his wrinkled robe. His head was on a swivel, his eyes scanning
the crowd for someone who wasn’t me.

“Who are you
looking for?”

“What? Huh?
Oh, nothing, um, no one.” Wu Zuo finally refocused his attention on
me. “What’s Your Honour doing here? I didn’t know you gambled.” The
irony of him calling someone else out for a vice he was knee-deep
in was apparently lost on him.

“I came here
for you. You’ve got a job.”

“What job?”
then remembering that his unofficial position as the part-time
coroner, he changed the question. “Who died?”

“I’ll fill
you in on the way back,” I turned towards the staircase. When I
didn’t hear his footstep, I turned back. “What?”

“Your Honour,
I, uh, I can’t leave,” he stared at the floor.

“Why not?” I
remembered Zhang San’s words when he returned without the coroner.
“You can’t leave, or you won’t? Who’s keeping you here?” I didn’t
recall seeing him anywhere near one of the game tables. “Where were
you just now?”

“Your Honour,
what a pleasant surprise!” before Wu Zuo could answer, Da Shou had
returned, trailing behind a portly man wearing a brocade robe. He
was moving towards me with his arms outstretched, folds of fat on
his face and neck trembling with the motion. An uncharitable
thought popped into my head. He looked like a walking dumpling.

“I wish you
would have given me a little bit of notice before your visit, so I
could tidy up the place and prepare the best tea for Your Honour,”
he was bowing and talking at the same time, sounding out of breath.
“Your Honour, my name is Lao Ban. I own this small tea house here.
Would you allow me to show you to a private room, where I’ve asked
the servants to prepare freshly brewed long jing tea. Forgive me
for not paying my respects at the court earlier, for I thought Your
Honour would want to settle in first and wouldn’t welcome the
intrusion.”

Lao Ban’s
tone was most ingratiating and obsequious, though the calculating
gleam in his beady eyes told me he was more than just a simple
merchant.

“Mr Lao,
that’s most kind of you,” I returned his compliment.
“Unfortunately, I’m not here for tea. Perhaps another time. I came
here looking for Wu Zuo.”

“Another
death? How unfortunate,” Lao Ban didn’t bother hiding the fact that
he knew Wu Zuo’s occupation. As the owner of the biggest casino in
town, he probably knew the family tree of every resident, or at
least every gambler. “But Your Honour, I’m afraid that Mr Wu is
currently occupied.”

“Doing what?
Gambling?”

“No. Well,
not exactly,” Lao Ban had skilfully guided me away from the crowds,
towards an inconspicuous room tucked away in a corner, partitioned
from the gambling floor with an ornate bamboo folding screen. “You
see, Mr Wu has racked up a considerable amount of debt while
playing here. Since he has no guarantor or assets to pledge, Mr Wu
has agreed to work off the debt.”

I
scoffed. “Work here as what? A coroner? I
doubt that you have that many customers who die here. If you want
to find out their cause of death, I don’t think you need a coroner
for that. Just check their empty money bags.”

“Ha ha,” Lao
Ban gave a hollow laugh, not amused. “Mr Wu is not here in his
capacity as a coroner. Being a . . . how should I put this . . . an
experienced gambler himself, Mr Wu has proven quite useful to us.
He can spot customers who engage in dishonest behaviour and help us
avert potential losses.”

Probably because he was a cheater himself,
I thought. “So it’s a poacher turned gamekeeper
thing.”

Lao Ban pretended not to
understand the reference.

“Anyway,
while I’d hate to deprive you of another chance to scrounge a few
more coins from your customers, I do need Wu Zuo at the courthouse.
Do you think you can spare him for a day or two?”

Lao Ban hesitated.

“A hundred
strokes of the cane shall be the punishment for the organiser and
the participants of illegal gambling. They shall be treated the
same as thieves and their assets confiscated,” I
recited.

Wu Zuo, Lao Ban and Da Shou
stared at me open-mouthed.

“Lines 71 to
74, Volume 26, Penal Code of
Song Dynasty, signed into law by His
Majesty Emperor Taizu in his third year of reign,” I got the
reaction I wanted. “While the law is very clear about the
punishment, the definition of what constitutes ‘illegal gambling’
is, shall we say, fuzzy.”

Lao Ban got
the message. “Does Your Honour need a
ride back to the courthouse? I can arrange a sedan chair. Da Shou,
go downstairs—”

“No need,” I
crooked a finger at Wu Zuo. “Come on, Mr Lao has graciously agreed
to let you go.”

I could almost physically feel
the cold stares from Lao Ban and his henchman on my back as I left
the room.

Wu Zuo sighed
so audibly I could no longer ignore him. “What? You’re not happy I
rescued you from a lifetime of servitude?”

“Has Your
Honour heard of the saying ‘Even a powerful dragon cannot crush a
snake in its old haunts’?”

“Lao Ban
being the snake in its old haunts?”

Wu Zuo nodded.

“I’m
flattered you think of me as a powerful dragon, which by the way,
is not something you should say out loud in public. Only His
Majesty can be referred to as a dragon. We may be eight hundred
miles from the capital, but you could still lose your head for
speaking out of turn.”

“Like Your
Honour just said, the capital is eight hundred miles away. The
mountains are high, and the emperor is far away. Or, as another
saying goes, when the cat’s away, the mice will play.”

“Did you just
refer to His Majesty as a cat?” I walked down the staircase with Wu
Zuo behind me. “You like speaking in proverbs so much, here’s
another one for you. ‘Might makes right,’ and in this town,
I am the might.”
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It had taken me an hour tops to
drag Wu Zuo out of the gambling den back to the courthouse, yet
somehow, the smell in the morgue had gotten exponentially worse in
that brief window of time.

The rank and pungent odour was
mixed with a tinge of sickening sweetness, like a hundred rats had
been left to decay, plus a pile of fermenting garbage, plus the
rotting carcase of a slaughtered pig.

And that was with the door
closed.

Standing outside, I resisted the
urge to gag. Tiny pale-yellow maggots had crawled out from under
the door, searching for new hosts.

Wu Zuo had gone home to fetch
his tools. I made Zhang San escort him, in case he got lost and
somehow found himself back at the tea house. He returned alone,
carrying a small wooden box. He unfastened the clasp, took out a
cloth mask, and handed it to me.

“Why do I
need this?”

“Your Honour
is coming inside with me, right?” he took out a sheaf of paper, a
writing brush, an inkstick, and an inkstone.

“Isn’t that
your job?” I shuddered at the thought of opening the door, let
alone standing right next to the body.

“I need an
assistant.”

“I’ll get one
of the constables to go in with you.”

Wu Zuo
chuckled behind his scruffy beard. “Your Honour, on my way in,
Constable Zhang San has developed an acute case of stomachache and
needs to visit the loo urgently. When Constable Li Si spotted me
carrying this wooden box, he, too, has suddenly started suffering
from food poisoning. I offered my expertise as a physician, but he
declined. Both of them asked me to pass on the request for a day of
sick leave. Actually, they said a day or two or three, depending on
when the autopsy would be finished. Judging by how fast they swung
their legs, I’d guess they’re already all the way across
town.”

“I’ll go find
someone else.”

“They are the
only two constables on duty today. And if I’m right, the other
constables might also be suddenly inflicted with a mysterious and
debilitating illness if Your Honour tells them they’ll be attending
an autopsy,” Wu Zuo pushed open the door and made a gesture of
invitation with his left arm. “Shall we?”

I donned the cloth mask and
marched in.

The room was
dank and dark. I lit an oil lamp with huo zhe zi, a closed bamboo tube with a
half-burning paper roll inside. The thin mask did little to fend
off the stench.

The coffin
was unceremoniously dumped on the ground. Wu Zuo didn’t seem
bothered by the creepy-crawlies skittering away from the light. He
wasn’t wearing a mask. He used the top of three empty wooden crates
stacked up against the left wall as a writing table.

“It would
help if I know who I’m dealing with,” he took out a small jug in
his box, poured some water into the well of the inkstone, dipped
the inkstick inside, and started grinding. “Do we know the name of
the deceased?”

“I can help
you with the paperwork. Why don’t I prepare the ink and fill in the
details, while you get started?” I took over the inkstick. Anything
to get away from the body.

“Alright,” he
took out a small claw hammer from the box and proceeded to pull out
the nails from the lid.

“Name of
deceased is Xiang Qimin, resident of Yongzhou village,” I wrote
down the few details I knew.

“Age?”

The wood
coffin groaned under the force of Wu Zuo’s hammer, making a sound
like a cat being strangled. I was glad I left the door
open.

“Somewhere in
his mid-forties, I think.”

“Occupation?”

“Peasant
farmer.”

“Cause of
death?”

I
paused. “Isn’t that what we are here to
find out?”

Wu Zuo
continued hammering away. “What I mean is, did his relatives or
neighbours say anything about his death? For example, if they
pulled his body out of a river, we’re looking at drowning. Or if
they found him on the side of road with his money bag gone, we’re
probably looking at a robbery gone wrong. It would help to know the
circumstances, so that we know what to look out for.”

I cleared my
throat. “I haven’t spoken to his
relatives yet.”

“He had no
relatives?”

“Maybe. I
don’t know.”

“Huh?
Wouldn’t you have met them when they brought the body here?” Wu Zuo
paused. “Come to think of it, why is the body in a coffin? And why
is the coffin nailed shut? Has . . . has he already been buried?”
His eyes were wide and staring.

“Well, there
are some unusual circumstances. Let’s just say that, uh, the
deceased’s relatives didn’t request the autopsy. I did.”

“But
why?”

“Because I
don’t believe he died the way they say he did.”
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“Your Honour,
this is most unusual,” Wu Zuo sat in the ashwood armchair across
from me in the study. He’d refused to continue when he heard there
was no request for an autopsy from the family members of the
deceased, and that I’d dug up the body the night before without
their knowledge or consent.

“I know, but
the magistrate has the power to open an investigation into any
unnatural death even if the relatives of the deceased don’t make a
report. I checked with Steward Duan Jian.”

“He was okay
with you digging up the body?”

“Well, he
didn’t say no to the plan,” Because I didn’t actually tell him. I coughed into my fist. “Look, the body’s already here.
What’s done is done. No point crying over spilled milk.”

“But why
would Your Honour want to do this?” he massaged his forehead with
the tips of his fingers, his brows furrowed in worry. “Forgive me
for the impudence, but Your Honour has only been here for three
days, four if we count today. How did you even know about this
man’s death?”

“You know
Chunmei?” Why does everybody
keep reminding me that I’m new here?

“The
maidservant, yes. She works at the courthouse.”

“She
mentioned the death at Yongzhou village, and I’ve decided to
investigate.”

“But
why?”

“Do you
remember the day I came to Taihe County? Steward Duan Jian
introduced you and other personnel to me, and a banquet was held
that night.”

“Sure, I was
there.”

“Do you
remember if it rained that night?”

“Um, I don’t
think so. Yeah, I remember now. It didn’t rain. Hasn’t rained for a
week now, because I betted twenty coins with Zhao Liu to see if it
would rain, and I lost.”

“Okay, good.
Not even a drop of rain, right? So how could Xiang Qimin have died
in a thunderstorm that same night?”

He raised an
eyebrow, his face a question mark. “Who told you he died in a
thunderstorm?”

“That’s the
rumour making the rounds in the village, according to Chunmei. And
apparently, everybody bought it. She said something about a curse,
a temple, offerings, and so on. Long story short, she claimed Xiang
Qimin was struck down by lightning, summoned by a god.”

“And you
don’t believe her?”

“That’s what
you’re here for. I’m not saying that it couldn’t have happened, but
I’m also not ruling out the possibility that his death occurred at
the hands of a mortal, and someone might be using a superstitious
story to cover it up.”

Wu Zuo sighed
in exasperation. “But no one is demanding an investigation, and he
was already buried. Shouldn’t we let the dead rest in
peace?”

His lips were
pursed, but I could almost hear the proverb he was thinking about
but didn’t dare to say out loud. He was calling me a dog, as in,
the dog who catches mice and does the job of a cat. Words of
persuasion were not going to work on him, and I didn’t know of any
other coroner I could summon. Then I remembered another
proverb.

“There’ll be
fifty copper coins for you if you complete the autopsy.”

“How about a
hundred?” he leaned forward in the chair, his eyes
shining.

“Fine, but
only if you can finish it today.”

He stood up
abruptly, his fists clenched in determination. “Let’s get started
then. It’s already noon.”

Money talks, indeed.
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I kept my
distance from the body, recording Wu Zuo’s remarks as he resumed the autopsy in the makeshift
morgue. He’d removed the lid of the coffin. I lent a hand in
carrying the body out and putting it on two tables pushed together,
keeping my eyes firmly fixed elsewhere. The dead man’s trouser legs
were moist to the touch.

“His clothes
are wet,” Wu Zuo said as he held the oil lamp over the deceased’s
face. “Whoever prepared his burial didn’t bother changing his
clothes. But it does lend credence to the whole ‘death by
thunderstorm’ idea.” He glanced at me to see if I would accept the
conclusion and call it a day.

I said nothing.

He shrugged
and carried on. He pressed a finger onto the the body’s left arm,
palpated the chest and the left thigh. “Body’s soft. Rigour mortis
has passed. You said he’s been in the ground for two
days?”

“Yes. Two or
three days, tops.”

“That makes
sense. Also makes it more difficult to know what happened,” he
pressed his left hand on the stomach and pushed down. “Stomach’s
bloated. Could be there’s water inside. But could also be just gas
build-up as part of decomposition.” He used what looked like a pair
of pliers to part the lips. “No water in his mouth. I don’t see any
mud or blood, either.” He went to the other end of the table and
removed the straw sandals from the feet. “Still wet to the touch.
No bloating, no wounds on the soles or toes that I can feel.” His
unmasked face was less than an inch from the hand mottled with
livid spots, and he didn’t even blink.

“Meaning?” I
watched him tap and dab and grope using his bare hands and blurted
out, “Don’t you have gloves in that box of yours?”

“What
for?”

“So you don’t
have to touch the body with your bare hands.”

He frowned.
“I don’t have gloves in my box. Gloves are for women and for
winter. They are made of either cotton or linen or wool, too thick
to be useful to me. I need to touch the skin and the bones and the
wound—the only proper way to conduct an autopsy.”

Since this
was the first autopsy I’d attended, I had no idea whether this was
really the proper way or not. If he said it was, then it
was.

Wu Zuo lifted
the left hand, inspected the back of the hand and the knuckles
closely, let the hand drop casually, and repeated the process with
the right hand. “No abrasions or cuts or any wounds I can see. He
didn’t kill himself. At least not by drowning.”

“What makes
you so sure?”

“If you want
to kill yourself by jumping into either a river or a well, you’re
bound to struggle. Doesn’t matter how strong the reason for you to
die is, your will to live is stronger. Your survival instincts kick
in as soon as your body senses there’s not enough air, and you
struggle to get out of the water. You kick and scratch and grasp.
Your mouth opens wide even though you know all you’ll get is water
instead of air. You open your eyes to try to see a way out,” Wu Zuo
described the struggles of a drowning death as if he’d been a
witness to one. “He didn’t drown himself. No water in his eyes or
mouth or nostrils. No wounds on his hands or arms or feet. The same
thing would apply if someone tried to hold him down under water. He
would be struggling for his life and there’s bound to be signs of
defensive wounds. I’m not seeing any. So the question remains,
where did all the water come from?” He shot me a sideways glance to
see if I caught his drift.

“You don’t
actually believe the water comes from a thunderstorm ordered by
some god, do you?” I looked at him, incredulous.

“Back when I
had a practice in the town of Zi Xu, I had this patient.
Mid-forties, peasant farmer, worked in the field every day from
sunrise to sundown, strong as an ox, could eat food prepared for
three. Then one day, he woke up and couldn’t get out of bed. His
legs wouldn’t work. Couldn’t talk. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t even
blink. Couldn’t keep food or water down. I did everything. I
observed, auscultated, palpated. Checked his diet. Asked his wife
about his activities. Nothing. It was as if he was one of those
wooden puppets. One day he could walk and talk and wave his arms,
then someday, somewhere, someone decided to cut his strings,” he
held the oil lamp over the putridly yellow face and peered at it
closely.

“So what
happened to your patient?”

“He died,” he
shrugged and said matter-of-factly. “There was nothing wrong with
him. So there was nothing I could do for him. He just wasted
away.”

“Um, not that
I don’t enjoy a heart-warming story with a happy ending, but what
does your story have to do with this case?”

“After he
died, his wife found a jade sceptre under the bed. Turns out, days
before he got sick, he’d been to the Earth Temple. The statue of
the Earth God was coated with gold, and the god was holding a jade
sceptre in his right hand. The farmer took the jade sceptre home.
Must be a spur of the moment thing. His wife didn’t know he’d
stolen it. The only thing she remembered about that day was that
he’d come home all giddy, and made a snide comment about the
statue. He said the tiny old deity couldn’t move and what’d he need
a jade sceptre for anyway. So he took it. He must’ve planned on
selling it, but before he had a chance to do so, a curse was put on
him.”

“By the Earth
God?”

“Of
course.”

“How did you
know?”

“Well, don’t
you see the poetic justice in the way he died? The farmer had
disparaged the god, calling him a lifeless, useless, immobile lump
of clay. So in return, the god turned him into an immovable lump
of human flesh.”

I didn’t know
what to say.

Hard to argue with that kind of
logic.
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“The
scepticism in your head is so loud I can practically hear it, Your
Honour. How about this. You are a learned scholar. You’ve
studied the Four Books and
Five Classics. What can you tell me about
Shang Dynasty?”

“Founded by
King Tang after he overthrew King Jie of Xia Dynasty. Lasted about
five hundred years under the reign of thirty kings. Moved capitals
five times. Destroyed by King Ji Fa, who then founded Zhou
Dynasty.”

“Do you
remember the last king of Shang Dynasty?”

“Sure. King
Zhou. One of the four worst tyrants in history. Most infamous for
inventing the Burning Pillar Punishment, a torture method, and for
feeding the flesh of a man to the man’s own father.”

“True. But
what else is said about him in the Records of the Grand Historian?”

“Well, Sima
Qian, the author, did say that in the early part of his reign, King
Zhou had displayed extraordinary capabilities. He was smart, quick
on his feet, and strong. He led the charge in many battles, fought
off some of the strongest warriors of the time, and greatly
expanded the territory of his kingdom.”

“Doesn’t that
strike you as strange? How did the king, who used to be an
outstanding ruler by all accounts, turn into the brutal and immoral
tyrant who brought about the downfall of a five-hundred-year-old
dynasty?”

“That’s a
trick question, right? Everybody knows he was led astray by his
wicked wife, Daji. He created the
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